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Introduction: 
 
 As potential social studies teachers for grades 4-9 and 7-12 we will teach a wide variety 
of students in our classroom.  With a large array of students, we will have to learn what makes 
students want to learn and retain information.  While this task may seem easy, with our society 
constantly being flooded with new technology and ideas it is hard to keep the focus of an adult, 
let alone an 8th grade student.  Students are put into a classroom and are learning but mostly 
memorizing material, as if they are containers being filled by the teachers.  After a certain point 
the memorized information leaves the students’ mind and is mostly forgotten, rather than 
becoming knowledge that can be recalled for later use.  This being said it is up to us to identify 
what strategies will not only allow our students to learn the information we are trying to present 
to them, but also to make sure that the information sticks with those students as they continue 
forward through their education.  
 With this burden in mind, we must first begin to look at what causes students to lose 
focus on the subject at hand.  When taking a look at our discipline of choice, we can begin to 
examine where this loss comes from.  Most students have a hard time seeing the relevancy of 
social studies in today’s modern world.  When confronted with topics like Life within Ancient 
Greek Society or the colonization of the America’s, students only see the facts that they may 
have already gone over once or twice before in previous grades.  While students may have gone 
over these topics multiple times, the teacher sometimes sees that students are not able to fully 
internalize this information.  The question then becomes what are the factors preventing this 
internalization process?  To answer this question, one could start by looking at the demographics 
for a given student.  Factors such as parents’ education level, family structure, as well as an 
interest level in social studies all could have an effect on this process. 
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 This being said, for our honors project we wanted to determine what are the factors that 
help or hurt students retain information in the classroom.  We want our students to enjoy social 
studies just as much as we do and in order to do that we must understand the importance of each 
student’s background.  To do this we have constructed a demographic survey, that we will 
distribute to a couple of classrooms, that will ultimately be used to see what truly is the reason 
students are or are not able to retain information.  Once the students have completed a 
demographic survey about themselves, we will have each student answer a ten-question quiz 
covering material that the 8th grade students were to have previously learned in the 7th grade.  
Students will anonymously take these surveys and will only be linked to their score through a 
number.  After distributing the surveys, collecting the results, and doing some statistical analysis 
of the results, we will be more knowledgeable about what may or may not be inhibiting a 
student’s ability to retain material.  
 .  With both, the demographic survey and the short quiz finished, we will take an 
extensive look at them to determine the outcome.  We will be looking for correlations between 
the score of their content quiz, to specific demographic elements, in order to determine whether 
these elements had a significant impact on a students score.  Once this task is completed we are 
one step closer to determine an appropriate reason why students succeed or fail in Social Studies 
classes. 
 In order to draw these conclusions we first had to decide what type of demographic 
information could possibly influence the failure or success of a given student.  Researchers 
constantly look at what influences students ability and achievement in the classroom.  We first 
turned to Robert Crosnoe, Rashmita Mistry, and Glen Elder Jr. and their research concerning 
family dynamics and its effect on students.  These researchers looked into the Philadelphia area 
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school districts and really looked at the economic disadvantage of students.  After conducting 
their own survey, they were able to conclude that students who were economically disadvantaged 
were less likely to attend college than other students (Crosnoe, 2002).  In today’s society it is 
very evident that a college degree usually translates into a higher paying job.  This being said, if 
parents themselves did not attend college, they may set their families up for economic 
disadvantage, resulting in poor academic performance from their own children. 
 Anthony Ochoa in his article The Student in Social Studies Education takes a different 
approach when looking at what may influence the success of students.  Within his studies, one of 
the major focuses of his research is the ability of culturally different students to succeed in the 
classroom.  These students often times are not able to establish a connection with the material 
and may suffer from “poor social adjustment and poor individualized self concepts, resulting in 
low academic achievement” (Ochoa, 1990).  This being said, knowing the ethnic and racial 
populations in your classroom would be essential to know in order to create the most successful 
classroom possible.  
 We also pulled some ideas from Paulo Freire, Gabrielle Finn, and Robert Montgomery.  
All of these researchers did their own work; however, they all focus on creating learning 
environments for students to be engaged with what they are learning.  Whether it is hands on 
activities (Finn, 2010), new ways of representing the information (Montgomery, 2011), or simply 
getting to know your students on a more personal level all these researchers looked to explain 
how to make knowledge easier to internalize (Freire, 1970).  From these studies, we found that it 
would be important to know what type of activities students liked to engage in regarding Social 
Studies and what they felt about the subject area in general.   
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 This prior research gave us a great springboard for what type of demographic information 
we needed to look for.  We not only needed to capture information about where the student 
comes from in terms of heritage and home life, but we needed to know where they were coming 
from cognitively in regards to how well they liked Social Studies and what they enjoyed doing 
within the classroom.  Seeing the importance of these key attributes, we really formed what 
information we wished to know from the students.  We were able to narrow our components to 
the following demographic categories: age, gender, race/ethnicity, amount of siblings, 
parental/guardian status, parent/guardian post secondary education status, typical Social Studies 
grades, a rating of the Social Studies subject area.    
 In conclusion, our hopes are to determine if these demographic elements we selected, can 
give us an accurate measure of whether or not a student will retain information in a Social 
Studies classroom.  Obviously, there are other variables that take place in how a student learns 
and internalizes information since every student we will encounter during our career has its own 
individualized needs.  However, with our study we hope to answer the question, are there 
demographic elements that can affect a student’s ability to learn and retain information on a year 
to year basis?  We do hope that after this project has reached its entirety we will become better 
teachers and help raise our awareness on how students learn best in a Social Studies course.     
  
 
Research Questions: 
• Does gender play a role in the students ability to retain information?  
• Does the age of a student play a part in the ability to retain information? 
• Does race/ethnical background play a part in the ability to retain information?  
• How does family structure (Parental/Guardian situation, amount of siblings, birth order) 
play a part in the ability to retain information?  
• Does a parent’s educational background (High School Diploma, College Degree, etc.) 
effect how a student retains information in the classroom? 
• Does the amount of work done outside the classroom help play a part in the ability to 
retain information?  
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• Does the typical grade students earn in the subject correspond with the student retaining 
the information?  
• Would the level of interest towards Social Studies play a part in the ability to retain 
information?     
       
 
Design: 
 Participants: 
We will be studying various 8th grade students in the state of Ohio.  The students 
we survey will help provide a wide pool of participants who live in different types 
of social classes and that come from a variety of cultural and ethnic backgrounds.  
These students will remain anonymous, but will provide us with their 
demographic information in order to make our conclusions.  These demographics 
will be used in conjunction with the scores of a small Social Studies academic 
quiz in order to give us the results we need.   
 
 Test: (See in Appendix) 
 
 
 
Methods:  
 In order to collect our data, we used very specific methods.  First, we contacted three 
different school districts within the state of Ohio, and asked for permission to enter their 
respective 8th grade classrooms.  The schools that participated in the study were; Bowling Green 
Middle School (Bowling Green, OH), Swanton Middle School (Swanton, OH), and Tippecanoe 
Middle School (Tipp City, OH).  In order to gain access to the schools, we had to gain 
permission not only from the classroom teacher(s) that we would be visiting, but also from the 
administration of the middle school itself.  Once we had been granted permission to enter the 
school, we then made sure our documents were in order that we needed to distribute to the 
students. This would be the method we used to collect our data.   
 To collect the data, we needed a series of four documents that each student was to 
receive.  The first of these sheets was a parent consent form that was given to each student three 
to four days prior to possibly taking our surveys.  This form simply was a letter to the student’s 
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parent/guardian to inform them on what was contained within our project.  It explained our 
reasoning for distributing the project in terms of our goals, what information we were in search 
of, and explained that any information that was provided would remain totally anonymous.  Both 
students and their parent/guardian were to sign and bring back this form in order to participate in 
our study.  In addition to the parent consent form, students were also given an invite to 
participate on the day the students were to take our surveys.  This document reiterated what the 
parent consent form had already said.  It also provided students with the information that at any 
time they could withdraw from our study, and that their contributions would not be used in our 
results.   
 After these two documents were presented to the students, they were finally given both 
the demographic survey and the small Social Studies academic questionnaire.  The first of these 
two documents hoped to gain some insight into the lives of the school’s student body from the 
classrooms we were allowed to visit.  Information we were able to obtain about each individual 
student included; age, gender, ethnicity/race, number of siblings, parental/guardian status, 
parent/guardian post secondary education, grade earned in Social Studies courses, time spent on 
classroom material outside of class, and finally rating of interest in the subject of social studies 
with an extended response explaining their rating as well as their favorite activities in the subject 
area.  The second document was a short, ten question questionnaire that each student was to 
complete.  Questions used on this questionnaire were directly used from former Ohio 8th grade 
proficiency tests and covered the range of material that students should have learned in the 
previous school year.  Both of these documents were completed anonymously by the students, 
with only a number connecting a student’s demographic information to their score on the Social 
Studies questionnaire.   
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 All four documents were completed by participating students within 4-5 days of each 
other.  The results were then collected and entered into a spreadsheet, from which we could make 
our statistical analysis and make further conclusions on our original hypothesis.  From these 
three participating schools, we were able to collect sixty-three different students’ demographic 
information and scores from our questionnaire.  In the end, our mean score to our Social Studies 
questionnaire was a six out of ten.   
Results: 
 Upon completion of our statistical analysis, we were able to narrow our focus down to 
three specific components that truly started to answer our hypothesis.  These three components 
being; grades earned in Social Studies courses, interest in Social Studies as a subject, and finally 
the breakdown of scores that individuals received on our questionnaire.   
Table 1 
Grades Earned in Social Studies Courses 
37 students Earned an A 
11 students Earned a B 
6 students Earned a C 
9 students Did not answer question or provided multiple 
grades earned 
 
Table 2 
Interest in Social Studies as a Subject 
(Ratings go in descending order; 10 is highest, 1 is lowest) 
7 students Rating: 10 
14 students Rating: 9 
16 students Rating: 8 
10 students Rating: 7 
2 students Rating: 6 
5 students Rating: 5 
2 students Rating: 4 
4 students Rating: 3 
2 students Rating: 1 
1 student Did not answer 
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Table 3 
Scores Received on the Questionnaire 
1 student Score: 10 
4 students Score: 9 
7 students Score: 8 
9 students Score: 7 
18 students Score: 6 
12 students Score: 5 
7 students Score: 4 
5 students Score: 3 
 
 Table 1 shows us typical grades earned by the students we surveyed in their Social 
Studies classes.  As you can see, the majority of students said they received an A, and very few 
reported that they received less than a C.  This showed us that these students typically did well in 
the past in regards to the subject area.  These findings were further supported by Table 2, which 
shows us the interest level of students in Social Studies.  From this table, we can see that 47 of 
the 62 students (who provided an answer to that question) gave Social Studies a rating of 7 or 
above.  When comparing this rating to the grades received by students, we concluded that scores 
to our questionnaire should be high and students would perform greatly on this test.  However, 
this was not the case.  
 When looking at Table 3, we are able to see a disconnection from the information 
provided to us by Tables 1 and 2.  Table 3 shows us the scores that students received on our 
Social Studies academic questionnaire.  As the table shows, only 5 students who took our 
questionnaire were able to receive a score that would have been given an A grade.  In addition to 
this, only 21 of the 63 students who took this questionnaire received a seventy percent or above.  
These findings helped us calculate an overall mean score of 6 out of 10 on our questionnaire.  
Students’ scoring this low was greatly unexpected after students reported receiving such high 
grades and having high interest in the Social Studies content area.  This disparity led us to 
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question our demographic information more and to truly try and identify what hinders students in 
their ability to internalize knowledge.  
Conclusions: 
 The goal of our study was originally to look at demographic data of a given student 
population, and to see how these demographics affected their ability to retain Social Studies 
knowledge on a year to year basis.  After conducting our study however, we were able to 
conclude that demographics did not help us answer our original question.  Through our statistical 
analysis, no one specific demographic attribute had any major effect on the mean scores students 
received on our questionnaire.  Whether a student was male or female, had 2 or 6 siblings, or had 
parents that did or did not attend college seemed to have no bearing on how well the student did.  
In fact, the results we have reported almost contradict one another.  Students reported that they 
earned high grades and seemed to enjoy the subject area; however they scored at a level that is 
considered barely passing.  This indicated to us, that students had not truly internalized this 
information from the previous year and that this may not be the answer we were looking for.  
 After ruling out demographic components that affect a student’s score, we began to look 
at our own study to analyze and see if there were other reasons attributing to the unfortunate 
results.  We first looked at our own study, in terms of wording of questions and types of 
questions we asked.  Students may have gotten a lower score on our Social Studies questionnaire 
due to poor or confusing wording.  If a student is unable to determine what we are asking for or 
simply cannot read the answers that we provided, they will obviously have a tougher time 
scoring highly on our test.  We also began to consider whether or not certain material had been 
covered, resulting in the inability of questions to be answered correctly.  As education students 
ourselves, we know that it can be very tough to fit in all that the curriculum says we should.  If 
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students did not cover all of the topics in that year’s given curriculum, students would not be 
familiar with some of the topics that may have appeared on the questionnaire.   
 In addition to the wording and topics covered by the quiz, the format in which our quiz 
was given could have resulted in the low scores we received.  When distributing the quizzes, we 
made it very clear to students that success or failure of this quiz had no bearing on their 
classroom grade.  With students knowing this information up front, their extrinsic motivation to 
do well on this quiz, was immediately decreased.  Students may not have taken the quiz as 
seriously as a regular given test knowing this information.   
 We also looked at the schools we surveyed and how they might have affected our results 
themselves.  Coming in to the project, we had hoped to gain not only a little more participation in 
terms of numbers but also had aimed to collect a wide variety of school districts so that we could 
get a more diverse population of students.  The thought was that by selecting a diverse selection 
of schools and students, we could better pinpoint which demographic features were affecting the 
scores on our questionnaire.  However, due to a lack of connections and some schools simply not 
getting back to us, we were unable to collect information from diverse populations we had hoped 
for.  This lack of diversity could have affected our results tremendously.  All three schools we 
visited seemed to fit the same demographics.  Students seemed to be primarily white, middle 
class, small town students who the majority had at least one parent attend post secondary 
education.  With these students sharing a similar background, it would explain why they had 
similar interest levels and had as much success in the subject as they did.  This lack of diversity, 
also added to lack of demographic components having an effect on the scores.  With most of 
these scores ranging from 5 to 7 out of 10, clearly the components we had been looking at did 
not have the original effect we had thought they would.   
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 We finally began to look at what students enjoyed from their Social Studies classes.  As 
previously stated, we had students elaborate on their reasoning for their rating of Social Studies 
as well as what activities they liked to do within their Social Studies classes.  In regards to their 
rating of Social Studies, most students referred to enjoying learning about the past or simply 
expressed that they found the subject interesting as to why they rated it so highly.  Other students 
alluded to it being boring and not seeing relevancy in the subject matter, resulting in a lower 
interest rating towards Social Studies.  Considering what activities students liked to do, we also 
had a decent variety of answers.  While there was variety, three main activities had really large 
numbers.  Those activities were group work, projects, and discussions/debate.  Students 
supported these choices by saying that they enjoyed the hands on activities, the ability to share 
their thoughts and explain themselves, and also enjoyed being able to work with other people and 
understand how different opinions impact your own.  It was after looking through these answers 
that we began to see that while demographics may have an impact on your students’ ability, it is 
more in how the students are engaged that will allow them to internalize the information they 
have learned. 
Looking back at some of the sources we had originally consulted, we were again 
reminded of this idea that students need to be engaged.  Paulo Freire in his Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed article speaks directly to this idea.  He explains the importance of not only developing 
a rapport with your students but also to diversify your teaching methods so that you reach as 
many students as possible (Freire, 1970).  He also hits on the idea that students are not simply 
“containers” that teachers are to place information in, but that through this connection with our 
students we will be better able to teach them (Freire, 1970).  Kelly Millenbah and Robert 
Montgomery also touch on similar ideas.  In their article they discuss the importance of having 
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hands on and real life experience in science education (Montgomery, 2011).  While this article is 
more so focused on the idea of the hard sciences, it can also be applied to Social Studies as well.  
Gabrielle Finn and Pamela White also have similar findings relating to anatomical groupings.  
After color coding different groups of organs and systems, students were shown to have 
“accelerated learning, improved memory, and better knowledge retention” (Finn, 2010).  All of 
this being said, it became clear to us that this was the most important factor when considering 
how our results turned out. 
In our education classes, we are constantly reminded of these ideas every day.  We are 
told that we need to differentiate our instruction and that we need to meet the needs of all our 
students.  We feel that while our study did not prove that demographic information is critical to 
the retention of information alone, it did show how students prefer to learn and provided a good 
insight into the areas through which a teacher could begin to connect with their students.  If 
teachers build up a rapport with their students, and get to know some of these demographic 
components of each of their students they may be able to tailor their instruction to meet the needs 
of their students.  By knowing what type of post secondary education the students’ parents have 
earned or by knowing who the student lives with at home, can make a world of difference.  Not 
only does it help a teacher know what kind of help a student would have at home, but it can 
begin to show what type of mindset this particular student may have.  These ideas were 
previously brought up in our early research with Jonathon Gould and Robert Crosnoe.   
We believe that it is through this connection that we need to use the demographic 
information of our students to positively impact our teaching.  We need to know what type of 
home lives our students are coming from and what background they have with our subject areas, 
in order to create lesson plans and activities that students will not only like but will actually learn 
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and get something out of each lesson.  As instructors, we need to make these lessons engaging to 
students and make them enjoyable for students.  It is through these methods that we will 
ultimately help students internalize the knowledge we want them to have.    
 
 
 
